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(54) Method and apparatus for sensing object located within visual field of imaging device 



(57) An apparatus and a method is provided for 
sensing an object within an imaging field of an imaging 
device (121). The data of the reference background pic- 
ture taken within the imaging field is stored in a storage 
unit (124). The data of the picture taken by the imaging 
device (121) is read. The data of the reference back- 
ground picture is compared with the read picture data at 
each pixel so that the difference value between both of 



the data may be yielded. The difference value is com- 
pared with a predetermined threshold value at each 
pixel. Based on the compared result, binarization data 
about an image of the object is produced. Based on the 
binarization data, the object is sensed. Then, the data of 
the reference background picture stored in the storage 
unit (1 24) is properly updated with the new data. 
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Description 

The present invention relates to a system for monitoring a picture which system uses an imaging device such as a 
television camera. More particularly, the invention relates to a method and an apparatus for sensing an object in the sys- 
5 tern for monitoring a picture which method and apparatus are preferable in the case of needing so high reliability such 
as the case of sensing an object coming into an dangerous zone. 

In recent days, a picture monitoring system arranged to use a TV camera has been made public. Of such monitor- 
ing systems, there has been requested a system for automatically sensing an object such as a person or a car coming 
into a field of a monitor based on a video signal independently of human eyes and issuing a predetermined report and 
10 alarm. This type of automatic monitoring system is required to sense an object by processing a video signal produced 
by a TV camera. 

As one of the systems for sensing an object by processing such a video signal, there has been known and widely 
used as a difference method wherein the latest picture coming to the system in sequence is compared with the one pre- 
vious picture, a difference of a luminance for each corresponding pixels is obtained, and an area with a large difference 
is as an object area. 

The basic flow of the system for sensing a difference value will be described with reference to the flowchart of Rg. 
8. As shown, at a step 81, a current picture is captured from a TV camera. At the next step 82, a difference of a lumi- 
nance is obtained between a pre-stored background picture and the captured picture. TTien, at a step 83, binarization 
process is made for the difference value. At last, at a step 84, the digital value is compared with a predetermined thresh- 
20 old value for sensing if an object exists based on the compared result. 

For example, as shown in Fig. 9A, assume that the background picture taken by a TV camera is a railroad crossing. 
The picture shown in the left hand of Fig. 9B is taken when one car 90 is coming into this crossing. The picture shown 
in the right hand of Fig. 9B is derived from the binarization of the difference value of the pixel data for each pixel between 
the background picture of Fig. 9A and the picture shown in the left hand of Fig. 9B. 
25 In this type of system, partial breaks or gaps 91 appear in an object to be sensed as indicated in the picture shown 
in the right hand of Fig. 9B. These breaks or gaps may bring about an error in sensing an object. 

However, this drawback may be overcome by applying a dilation and erosion operation to the system. 

As an applied example of a system for sensing a moving object by processing a difference, for example, a writing 
titled as Intelligent Image Handling with Image Recognition Technique" written by Ueda, et. a)., has been published in 
30 "O plus E" No. 1 76, pp. 1 22 to 1 36. 

The system for sensing a moving object, published in this writing, is arranged to sense an object on three pictures 
continuing in time. As shown in Fig. 11, at first, assume that the three continuous pictures 111, 112, 113 in time are 
input. Luminance differences between the pictures 1 1 1 and 1 12 and between the pictures 1 12 and 1 13 are calculated. 
These two luminance difference values are made binarized and then are subject to the dilation and erosion operation, 
35 as a result of which pictures 1 14 and 1 15 are obtained. Next, these binary images (pictures) 1 14 and 1 15 are ANDed 
for deriving common portions between these pictures, on which portions a picture 116 of the object is obtained. 

In the aforementioned disclosed method, however, the following erroneous sensing may take place. That is, though 
an object is not actually coming into the view field, an object is erroneously sensed. For example, as shown in Fig. 9C, 
if the change of a weather or lighting conditions leads to change of brightness of an overall object to be imaged, an 
40 object 93 (railroad) may be erroneously sensed though no object is coming into the view field. As shown in Fig. 9D, if 
an object located out of the view field is made so luminous that a reflected ray 94 may take place in the area within an 
imaging field, the reflected ray is erroneously sensed as the object 95. Further, as shown in Fig. 9E, if the shadow 96 
of the object located out of the field is falling on the area within the imaging field, the shadow may be erroneously 
sensed as the object 97. 

45 By the way, this differential calculus needs a reference background picture (for example, Fig. 9A). Hence, the refer- 
ence background picture is created in advance and then pre-stored in a memory. To create the reference background 
picture, there has been known a system arranged to use a video signal (normally, a video signal of one frame) taken 
when no object is coming into the view field as the reference background picture according to the operator's selection 
or a system arranged to average a predetermined number of frames composing a picture at each pixel and to use the 

so averaged frames as the reference background picture. 

In the former system, the instantaneous picture is selected on the human determination. If any noise is mingled into 
the video signal by chance, the noise is held in the background picture. It is thus difficult to obtain the exact background 
picture. Further, from a view point of the noise circumstances in the transmission system, the mingling of the noise is 
not so rare. In the practical use, therefore, it is a great obstacle. 

55 In the latter system, to obtain the exact background picture, it is necessary to make the number of frames compos- 
ing the picture to be averaged as numerous as 1500 frames, for example. As a result, a large time gap (about 50 sec- 
onds in a frame frequency of 30 Hz) takes place between a time when a picture for creating the reference background 
picture is input and a time when a difference is processed for sensing the object. Hence, for example, if the imaging field 
is gradually made gloomier at dusk, for example, the time gap makes it impossible to create so exact a reference back- 
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ground picture as allowing the object to be sensed. 

It is an object of the present invention to provide a method and an apparatus for reliably and exactly sensing an 
object coming into a view field of an imaging device for a short time. 

It is a further object of the present invention to provide a method and an apparatus for sensing an object which 
5 method and apparatus bring about no erroneous sensing resulting from the adverse effect of disturbance factors such 
as change of a weather or lighting conditions, reflected light or shadow. 

It is a still further object of the present invention to provide a method and an apparatus for sensing an object which 
method and apparatus serve to positively distinguish any portion where a local temperature is changed within the view 
field of the imaging device from the other portions. 
10 It is another object of the present invention to provide a method and an apparatus for sensing an object with highly 
reliance by providing a method for automatically creating a suitable reference background picture to deriving a differ- 
ence value for a short time. 

In the method and apparatus for sensing an object coming into the imaging field of an imaging device according to 
the present invention, the process is executed for storing in a storage unit data of the reference background picture 
is located within the imaging field, reading the data of the picture taken by the imaging device, comparing the data of the 
reference background picture with the read picture data at each pixel, outputting a difference value of each pixel, com- 
paring the difference value with a predetermined threshold value at each pixel, creating digital data of an object image 
based on the compared result, sensing if the object exists based on the binary data, and properly updating the data of 
the reference background picture stored in the storage unit. 
20 The other objects and advantages of the present invention will be apparent from the description that will follow with 
reference to the appended drawings. 

In the drawings 

Fig. 1 is a flowchart for describing an operation of an embodiment of the present invention; 
25 Fig. 2 is a flowchart for describing an operation of a further embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 3 is a flowchart for describing an operation of a still further embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 4 is a flowchart for describing an operation of another embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 5 is a flowchart for describing an operation of another embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 6 is a flowchart for describing an operation of another embodiment of the present invention; 
so Fig. 7 is a flowchart for describing an operation of another embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 8 is a flowchart for describing an operation of sensing an object by using a differential calculus; 

Figs. 9A, 9B, 9C, 9D, and 9E are pictures for describing a problem caused in sensing an object by using the differ- 
ential calculus; 

Fig. 1 0 is a view for describing the effect of a similarity used in sensing an object according to the present invention; 
35 Fig. 1 1 is an explanatory view for sensing an object based on a difference in time according to the prior art; 

Fig. 12 is a block diagram showing a system for monitoring a picture to which an embodiment of the present inven- 
tion is applied; 

Fig. 13 is a flowchart showing an embodiment in which the present invention is applied to sensing an object coming 
into a railroad crossing; 

40 Fig. 14 is a flowchart showing a process for creating a background picture according to an embodiment of the 
present invention; 

Fig. 15 is an explanatory view showing an example of an operation of sensing an object according to an embodi- 
ment of the present invention; 

Fig. 16 is an explanatory view showing an example of an operation of sensing an object according to an embodi- 
es ment of the present invention; 

Fig. 17 is a flowchart showing an embodiment in which the present invention is applied to a system for monitoring 
apyroclasticflow; 

Fig. 18 is an explanatory view showing an example of a sensing operation executed by the embodiment in which 
the present invention is applied to a system for monitoring a pyroclastic flow; 
so Fig. 1 9 is a flowchart for describing an operation of creating and updating a reference background picture according 
to a first embodiment of the present invention; 

Figs. 20A and 20B are diagrams for describing an effect caused by calculation of a median of pixel luminance val- 
ues; 

Fig. 21 is a flowchart for describing an operation of creating and updating a reference background picture according 
55 to a second embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 22 is a flowchart for describing an operation of a method for sensing an object according to an embodiment of 
the present invention; 

Fig. 23 is a flowchart showing an operation of an embodiment in which the present invention is applied to sensing 
an object coming into a railroad crossing; 
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Figs. 24A, 24B, 24C and 24D are explanatory views showing an operation of sensing an object through the effect 
of the differential calculus according to an embodiment of the present invention; 

Fig. 25 is a flowchart for describing an operation of sensing an object according to another embodiment of the 
present invention; 

5 Fig. 26 is a flowchart for describing an operation of sensing an object according to yet another embodiment of the 
present invention; and 

Fig. 27 is an explanatory view showing an operation of sensing an object according to the embodiment of the 
present invention. 

io Later, the description will be oriented to an embodiment of the present invention with reference to the drawings. 

Figs. 1 to 7 are flowcharts showing the operations of the embodiments arranged to sense an object intruding into 
the inside of a field of an imaging device. The methods according to these embodiments can be executed by the imag- 
ing device and a computer and under the control of a program configured to code a shown flowchart stored in a storage 
medium with a help of the computer. 

is Before describing the methods shown in Figs. 1 to 7, the description will be oriented to a system for monitoring a 
picture according to an embodiment of the present invention with reference to Fig. 1 2. 

Fig. 1 2 shows the picture monitoring system according to the embodiment of the invention. As shown, a TV camera 
121 captures a picture of an area to be monitored (monitoring field) and produces a video signal. The video signal is 
sent to a picture memory 1 24 through an input interface (l/F) 123 and a data bus 1 22. 

20 On the other hand, a CPU 126 operates to analyze the picture by using a working memory 125 in accordance with 
a program stored in a program memory 127 and then starts to sense an object. Based on the process of sensing an 
object, the program is executed to turn on an alarm lamp 130 through an output interface l/F 128 or display the picture 
on a monitor 131 through a picture output interface l/F 129. The program for executing the operations of the flowcharts 
of Figs. 1 to 7 is saved in the program memory 127. 

25 Along the flow shown in Fig. 1, at a step 1 1 of inputting a picture, a picture is read from a TV camera. Then, at a 
step 12 of processing a difference, the operation is executed to calculate a difference of each pixel between the read 
picture and a pre-created reference background picture saved in a memory. Next, at a step 13 of saving code data, a 
polarity of a difference value of a luminance is saved in a memory. At a next determining step 14, the operation is 
branched on the polarity. If the polarity is positive, the first binarization process (step 15) is executed. If it is negative, 

30 the second binarization process (step 16) is executed. The binarization process is executed to compare the difference 
value with a threshold value. 

These first and second binarization processes (steps 15 and 1 6) have the corresponding variable threshold values. 
Hence, if the quality of the change of a luminance against the reference background picture is variable depending on if 
the polarity is positive or negative, the exact binarization processes can be executed. In accordance with the binarized 

35 result, at a step 1 7, the object is allowed to be positively sensed. 

For example, assume that the change of the input picture against the reference background picture is brought 
about by the change of the weather from cloudy to fine or applying a ray of light to the object. This change causes the 
polarity of the difference to be positive. Or, if the change is brought about by the shadow cast by the object so that the 
picture itself is made gloomier, this change causes the polarity of the difference to be negative. The variation depends 

40 on the polarity of the difference, that is, H it is positive or negative. Hence, since the prior art operates to simply binarize 
the absolute value of the difference with a unique threshold value, it does not cope with the wide variation. 

However, the method shown in Fig. 1 is arranged to change the direction of the change, that is, the threshold value 
depending on if the polarity of the difference is positive or negative. Hence, this method enables to flexibly cope with the 
variation, so that the object may be exactly sensed. 

45 In the flow shown in Fig. 2, a process at a step 24 is added to the process shown in Fig. 1 . The process at the step 
24 is executed to calculate a similarity of a local luminance distribution pattern between the input picture and the refer- 
ence background picture. The flow of Fig. 2 is arranged to contain the similarity as the binarization conditions in the first 
and the second binarization processes (steps 26 and 27). Hence, this processing flow can more flexibly cope with the 
variation of the input picture against the reference background picture, so that more exact sensing is made possible. 

so The description about the operations of steps 21 to 23, 25 and 28 is left off, because they correspond to the steps 1 1 
to 1 3, 1 4 and 1 7 of Fig. 1 , respectively. 

Herein, the similarity represents a correlation of the input picture to the reference background picture about the pat- 
tern of a local luminance distribution. In Fig. 10, assume that the whole input picture is made gloomier as compared to 
the reference background picture 101 as indicated by a numeral 102 by the change of illuminance in the imaging envi- 

55 ronment. In this case, patterns of the background picture 101 such as white lines and railroad are left in the input picture 
102 as they are. Hence, a high similarity takes place between a local area of the background picture 101 , for example, 
an area 104 and a local area 105 of the input picture 102. 

On the other hand, unlike the reference background picture, as indicated by 103, on the area of the input picture 
where an object (vehicle) 106 is located, the patterns such as white lines and railroad are disappeared, because the 
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object 106 hides the background. Hence, a low similarity takes place between the areas 104 and 106. 

In the flow of Fig. 3, at the next step 35 to the binarization step 34, the similarity is calculated. At a step 36, the cal- 
culated similarity is compared with the reference value. Depending on whether or not the similarity is higher than the 
reference value, two areas A and B having the different qualities from each other, that is, the area where the luminance 
of the background picture is changed and the area where the object is located, are separated from each other. 

The calculation of the similarity at step 35 is executed only for the pixels at which the difference value exceeds the 
predetermined threshold value in the binarization process at the step 34. This makes it possible to reduce an amount 
of calculation to a minimum. 

In the flow of Fig. 4, for sensing an object, the process of estimating the similarity is added to the process shown in 
Fig. 2. If the polarity of the difference is positive, the binarization process is executed at a step 45. Then, at a step 46, 
the similarity of the form of a local luminance distribution is calculated between the input picture and the reference back- 
ground picture. At a step 47, the similarity is compared with the reference value. As shown in Fig. 9D, if there exists such 
an area 94 as being brighter by light applied from a lamp, it is determined that the polarity of the difference is positive 
and the similarity is high. Hence, at a step 48, it is not determined that any object exists in the area 94. Conversely, if 
the polarity of the difference is positive and the similarity is not so high (103 of Fig. 10), at a step 49, it is determined 
that there exists an object in the area 94. 

That is, as indicated by the area 94 of Fig. 9D, in the area that is made brighter by fight, though the luminance is 
made higher, the patterns on the road are left. Hence, like the local areas 104 and 105 of Fig. 10, the similarity is made 
higher. 

The use of this similarity, therefore, makes it possible to reliably distinguish the object from the area 94 that is made 
brighter by a ray of light applied from the lamp. 

Next, in the flow of Fig. 5, like Fig. 4, for sensing an object, the process of estimating the similarity is added to the 
process shown in Fig. 2. If the polarity of the difference is negative, at a step 55, the binarization process is executed. 
At a step 56. the process is executed to calculate a similarity of the pattern of a local luminance distribution between 
the input picture and the reference background picture. At a step 57, the similarity is compared with the reference value. 
As shown in Fig. 9E, if there exists an area 96 that is made dark by the shadow of the object, it is determined that the 
polarity of the difference is negative and the similarity is high. Hence, at a step 58. it is not determined that any object 
exists in the area 96 (shadow). Conversely, if the polarity of the difference is negative and the similarity is not so high, 
at a step 59, it is determined that there exists an object in the area 96. 

That is, in the area that is made dark by the shadow of the object itself, as indicated by the area 96 of Fig. 9E, 
though the luminance is low. the patterns on the road are left. Like the local areas 104 and 105 in Fig. 10, hence, the 
similarity is made higher. 

The use of this similarity, therefore, makes it possible to reliably distinguish the object from the area 96 that is made 
dark by the shadow 

In the flow of Fig. 6, there is introduced a process (step 67) of estimating a similarity of the pattern of a local lumi- 
nance distribution between the input picture and the reference background picture. This added process makes it possi- 
ble to sense an area where a temperature locally goes up. 

At a step 61 , an object is imaged by an infrared TV camera. The captured video signal is saved as the input picture 
in a memory. At a step 62, at each pixel, the read input picture is compared with the reference background picture 
imaged by the same infrared TV camera and pre-stored in the memory for sensing the difference value between both 
of the pictures and its polarity. Then, at a step 63, the polarity data is stored in a memory. If. at a step 64. the polarity is 
determined to be positive, at a step 65, the difference value calculated at the step 62 is compared with a predetermined 
reference value (threshold value) so that the binarization process may be executed. At a step 66, the operation is exe- 
cuted to calculate the similarity between the reference background picture and the input picture. If, at a step 67, the sim- 
ilarity is determined to be low, at a step 68, it is determined that there exists in the input picture an area (object) where 
a temperature goes up. 

That is, a difference of a luminance distribution takes place between the area where the local temperature goes up 
and the area where it keeps stable. The similarity of the form of the luminance distribution between the input picture and 
the reference background picture is made low. For example, assume that the method for sensing an object as shown in 
Fig. 6 is applied to sensing a pyroclastic flow. If a lava dome is formed by the pyroclastic flow, the temperature abruptly 
goes up in the local area of the lava dome. Hence, the similarity is made lower. On the other hand, for example, as to 
the clouds that are made warmer by the pyroclastic flow, the temperature goes up uniformly for the whole clouds. 
Hence, the similarity is made higher. 

Hence, the process (step 67) of estimating the similarity is added to the process of Fig. 1 in order that the warmed 
clouds may be distinguished from the pyroclastic flow. 

In the flow of Fig. 7. there is introduced a process (step 77) of estimating a similarity of the form of a local luminance 
between the input picture and the reference background picture. This process makes it possible to sense a local area 
where the temperature goes down. 

At a step 71, an object is imaged by an infrared TV camera. The video signal captured by the TV camera is read 



EP 0 749 098 A2 



as an input picture in a memory. At a step 72, the reference background picture taken by the infrared TV camera and 
pre-stored in a memory is compared with the read input picture at each pixel so that the difference value between both 
of the pictures and its polarity may be sensed. At a step 73. the polarity data is stored in a memory. If the polarity is 
determined to be negative at a step 74, at a next step 75, the difference value calculated at the step 72 is compared 
5 with the predetermined reference value (threshold value) so that the binarization process may be executed. At a step 
76, the process is executed to calculate a similarity between the reference background picture and the Input picture. If, 
at a step 77, the similarity is determined to be low, at a step 78, it is determined that there exists an area (object) whose 
temperature goes down in the input picture. 

That is, a difference of a luminance distribution takes place between the local area whose temperature goes down 
w and the local area whose temperature is inhibited to go down. The similarity of the pattern of a luminance distribution 
is made lower between the input picture and the reference background picture. For example, consider that the method 
for sensing an object as shown in Fig. 7 is applied to sensing a pyroclastic flow. H the lava dome is fell down, the tem- 
perature of the lava dome is abruptly made lower, because the heat source of the lava dome is dropped. It means that 
the similarity is lower. On the other hand, for example, as to the clouds warmed by the pyroclastic flow, if the application 
is of heat to the clouds by the heat source is reduced, the whole clouds are substantially uniformly cooled down. Similarly, 
the temperature of the clouds may uniformly go down. Hence, the similarity is made higher. 

At a step 77 of estimating the similarity, therefore, the process makes it possible to separate only the object (area) 
whose temperature locally goes down from the other objects in sensing the objects. 

Later, the method for sensing an object according to the present invention will be described in detail along the illus- 
20 trative embodiments. 

The below-described embodiments are arranged so that the present invention is applied to a picture monitoring 
system for sensing an object such as a walker or a car coming into a railroad crossing. A TV camera is installed at a 
site where the camera can take a look at the whole railroad crossing. The TV camera produces a video signal repre- 
senting the picture taken by the camera itself. The video signal is processed for sensing an object. The description 
25 about the embodiment will be expanded along the flowcharts. The operation of the flowchart about the embodiment is 
executed by the system shown in Fig. 12. 

Fig. 13 shows an object sensing process executed by the CPU 126 according to an embodiment of the invention. 
The process executed by this embodiment is a combination of the processes shown in Figs. 4 and 5 to which a process 
of updating a background picture is added. 
30 When the process of Fig. 13 is started, at a step 141 of inputting a picture, a video signal picked by a camera 121 
is read as the image data f(x, y) consisting of 320 x 240 pixels, where x and y are coordinates of pixels on the screen 
and f(x, y) represents a luminance value of a pixel at the coordinates (x, y). 

Next, at a determining step 142, it is determined whether or not the new reference background picture is created. 

In order to create and update this reference background picture, the CPU 126 executes the process shown in Rg. 
35 1 4 in parallel to the flow of Fig. 13. 

Entering the flow of Fig. 1 4, at first, at a step 1 61 , the input picture are captured from the TV camera at regular inter- 
vals of 0.2 second. When the frames of the captured picture reach 20, those 20 frames are saved (stored) in a memory. 

Next, at a step 162, at each pixel, the median of each of the 20 frames is calculated by the following expression (1) 
for creating the background picture data r(x, y). 

40 

r(x,y)=med{fM (x,y)} M , 

XilS20 \ A / 

45 

wherein fW(x, y) represents the picture data for 20 frames and i = 1 , 2 20. 

In the expression (1), med { ) represents a median. The pixels at the same location of the 20 frames are ranged 
in greater order of their luminance values. Taking the pixel of the tenth (middle) value, the pixel is assumed as the back- 
ground picture data r(x, y). At a step 163, this expression (1) is calculated for deriving the new reference background 
so picture. 

Hence, the reference background picture 163 is made equivalent to the picture data r(x, Y). 

In this embodiment, only 20 frames of the picture are sampled at regular intervals of 0.2 seconds. The frame period 
of the imaging device such as the normal TV camera is 1/60 second. To read the picture on which the median calcula- 
tion is done, of 60 frames per one second output from the TV camera, any number of frames may be read at proper 
55 intervals if necessary. That is, the output frames of the imaging device are properly thinned out for reading them. Or, the 
picture may be read at a longer period than the output period of the frame of the imaging device. We will further explain 
this matter later. 

Going back to the process of Fig. 1 3, if the creation of the background picture is terminated, at a step 1 43, the exist- 
ing reference background picture stored in the memory is updated to a new reference background picture that has been 
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just created. Then, the operation goes to the next step 144. If the creation of the new reference background picture is 
not terminated, the operation goes to the step 1 44 of processing a difference. At a step 1 44, the input picture is divided 
into blocks each consisting of 2 x 2 pixels. The overall picture is divided into a block area f n (i, j) consisting of 160 x 120 
pixels. Then, an average luminance Af of each block area is derived, where n is a block number and i, j represents a 
coordinate location of a pixel inside of the block. 

Further, for the reference background picture data r(x, y), likewise, the overall picture is divided into a block area 
r n {i, j) consisting of 160 x 120 pixels. Then, an average luminance Ar of each block area is derived. The average lumi- 
nances A, and A,, of each block area are calculated by the following expression (2); 

A rm Z W (2) 

J IJeB 
ijeB 



where B represents the subject block area, [B] represents a pixel number contained in the area B. (This embodiment 
20 uses a block consisting of 2 x 2 pixels. Hence, i, jeB represents 0 s i s 1 and 0 s j s 1 and [B] is four.) 

Next, a difference value e n of an average luminance between the input picture and the reference background pic- 
ture is derived at each block by the expression (3). 



e n = |Af-Ar| (3) 

(n = 1,2,3...) 



At the succeeding step 145 of saving the polarity data, the polarity data S n of the difference is derived by the 
30 expression (4) and then is saved in a memory. 

s = ,1 (Af > Ar) 



*-l (Af < Ar) ( 4 ) 



Next, at a determining step 146, the operation proceeds to the first or the second binarization step 147 or 152 
according to the polarity data S n . 
40 These binarization processes are executed by comparing the difference value e n with a predetermined threshold 
value. The threshold value for the positive polarity S n , that is. the threshold value th+ at the step 147 is derived by the 
expression (5). 



th + = n + + K + <y + (5) 

.where 



+ deR* + 



+\2 



deft* 



where ec represents a difference value between the input pixel and the background picture at the d-th block (see the 
55 expression (2)). 

u + is an average difference value of the blocks having positive difference values of the blocks predetermined to con- 
tain no object, this value representing an average level of noise contained in the picture, 

a + is a standard deviation of the difference values of the blocks having positive difference values of the blocks pre- 
determined to contain no object, this value representing how variable the level of the noise contained in the picture is. 
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K+ is a adjustable parameter and [R+] is a number of pixels contained in an area wherein the polarity Sn is positive 
and no object exists. 

Further, at the step 152, likewise, the threshold value trf for the negative polarity Sn is derived by the following 
5 expression (6). 

th' = n* + K'a" (6) 

, where 

10 



where K* is an adjustable parameter and [FT] is a number of pixels contained in an area having a negative polarity and 
no object. 

At the steps 148 and 153 of calculating the similarity, for each block, the similarity y n is calculated by the following 
20 expression (7). 



25 In [B]-[DJ 



where D n represents an area near an n-th block and [ ] represents a number of elements. 

At steps 1 49 and 1 54 of determining the similarity, the adjustable parameters T* and T are set as the threshold val- 
30 ues for these steps. On these parameters, it is determined whether or not the similarity y n is higher than the threshold 
value. 

Concretely, at the determining step 1 49, the similarity y n is compared with the threshold value T*. If the similarity y n 
exceeds the threshold value T* at the step 150, it is determined that the area that is lit by the lamp is sensed as indi- 
cated in Fig. 9D as the area 94 from which the light is reflected. Only if the similarity y n is smaller than or equal to the 
35 threshold value T + at the step 1 49, it is determined that the object is sensed at the step 1 51 . 

Likewise, at the determining step 154, the similarity y n is compared with the threshold value T. If y n exceeds the 
threshold value T, at the step 1 55, it is determined that the area that is made dark by the shadow of the object is sensed 
as indicated in Fig. 9E as the shadow area 96. Only if y n is smaller than or equal to the threshold value T, at the step 
156, it is determined that the object is sensed. 
40 Then, when the object is sensed at the step 151 or 156, the CPU 126 operates to turn on the alarm lamp 130 
through the output l/F 128 or display the picture on the monitor 131 through the picture output l/F 129 for reporting to 
the user that the object is sensed. 

As mentioned above, the method according to this embodiment is capable of positively sensing only an object 
within the field of the imaging device. The concrete arrangement to which the method for sensing an object as shown 
45 in Fig. 1 3 will be described with reference to Figs. 1 5 and 1 6. 

In Fig. 15, on an input picture 171, at dusk, a car 171 A is stopped near a railroad crossing. The shadow 171B of 
the car 171 A extends to the inside of the crossing. If this input picture 171 is determined by the conventional method, 
as indicated on a picture 1 73, it is erroneously determined that there exists an object 1 73A coming into the crossing. 

On the other hand, according to the embodiment shown in Fig. 1 3, at first, the process shown in Fig. 1 4 is executed 
so to obtain a reference background picture 172 and update it to a new background picture every about four seconds. 

Next, since the portion of the shadow 171 B makes the code data S n negative, the operation goes to the determin- 
ing step 154 at which the similarity between the reference background picture 172 and the input picture 171 is deter- 
mined. 

In the area where the car 171 A exists, since the car 171 A hides a portion of the background, the similarity is not 
55 made so high. At the step 1 56 shown in Fig. 1 3, therefore, this area 1 71 A is determined to actually have an object. On 
the contrary, in the area of the shadow 171B, nothing hides the background. Hence, the similarity is made high. As a 
result, at the step 1 55 of Fig. 1 3, it is determined that it is not an object but the shadow. 

According to this embodiment, therefore, as shown by the picture 174, the car 174A is clearly distinguished from 
the shadow 1 74B, so that only an object coming into the crossing is positively sensed. In this case, though the shadow 
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1 74B appears, it is determined that no object comes into the crossing. 

Next, Fig, 16showsan input picture 181 where a ray of light 181 B applied byahead lamp of a motorcycle 181 A is 
intruded into the railroad crossing before the motorcycle enters into the crossing. In this case, if the input picture 181 is 
determined by the conventional method, as shown by the picture 183, it is erroneously determined that there exists an 
s object 1 83 A coming into the crossing. 

On the other hand, according to the embodiment shown in Fig. 1 3, at first, the process shown in Fig. 1 4 is executed 
to obtain a reference background picture 172 and update it to a new picture every about four seconds. 

Next, since the polarity data S n is positive in the ray of light 181 B applied by the head lamp, the operation goes to 
the step 149 of determining the similarity. At this step 149, it is determined whether or not the similarity between the 
10 latest reference background picture 1 72 and the input picture 1 81 is high. 

In the area where the motorcycle 181 A exists, since the motorcycle 181 A hides a portion of the background, the 
similarity is not made so high. Hence, at the step 1 51 , it is determined that there exists an object. On the other hand, in 
the area of the ray 181 B, since it does not hide any portion of the background, the similarity is made high. As a result, 
at the step 1 50, it is determined that it is not an object but a mere bright portion. 
is According to this embodiment, therefore, as shown by the picture 184, the motorcycle 1 74A and the ray applied 
from its head lamp are clearly distinguished from each other as the objects 151 and 150 shown in Fig. 13. It means that 
only the object coming into the railroad crossing can be positively sensed. In this case, though the portion of the ray 
1 84B appears, it is determined that there exists no object coming into the railroad crossing. 

Next, the description will be oriented to a method according to another embodiment of the present invention. 
20 The arrangement of this embodiment is application of the present invention to monitoring a pyroclastic flow in an 
active volcano. In the apparatus for monitoring a picture as shown in Fig. 12, an infrared TV camera (infrared imaging 
device) is used for the camera 1 21 . The infrared TV camera yields the input picture on which a luminance is made larger 
in a warmer portion of an object. In the system shown in Fig. 12, the CPU 126 executes the process shown in Fig. 17. 

In Fig. 17, as depicted in brackets, the routines from steps 191 to 199 and from steps 201 to 203 are the same as 
25 those from the steps 141 to 149 and from the steps 152 to 154 shown in Fig. 13. Hence, these routines will be briefly 
described. The processing operation goes to any one of the step 199 of determining the similarity and the step 203 of 
the same function, depending on the luminance, that is, the polarity of the difference of the temperature between the 
input picture and the reference background picture. At the steps 199 and 203, the adjustable parameters T* and T are 
used as the threshold values for determining the similarity. If an area has a positive polarity and a similarity that is 
30 smaller than or equal to the threshold value, at the step 200, it is determined that the area (object) has a higher temper- 
ature. If the area has a negative polarity and a similarity that is smaller than or equal to the threshold value, at the step 
204, it is determined that the area (object) has a lower temperature. 

The operation of the method according to this embodiment will be described with reference to Fig. 18. An input pic- 
ture 21 1 is a picture captured at an instance when a pyroclastic flow takes place. A numeral 212 denotes a reference 
35 background picture. 

Then, after the process of Fig. 17 is executed for the picture shown in Fig. 18, the resulting picture is made to be 
the picture 213. On this picture, a portion whose temperature is made higher by the pyroclastic flow is allowed to be 
positively distinguished from the portion whose temperature is made lower after the pyroclastic flow is flown out. 

That is, since the difference of the luminance distribution pattern takes place between the area whose local tem- 
40 perature is higher and the other areas whose temperatures keep stable, the similarity of the form of the luminance dis- 
tribution is made lower. 

In the portion where a lava dome is formed by the pyroclastic flow, the local temperature abruptly goes up. Hence, 
the similarity is made lower. On the other hand, for example, in the clouds that are made warmer by the pyroclastic flow, 
the whole temperature uniformly goes up. Hence, the similarity is made higher. 
45 Hence, the addition of the step 199 of estimating the similarity makes it possible to clearly distinguish the area 
(pyroclastic flow) whose temperature goes up from the other area at the step 200 if there exist portions such as the 
heated clouds. 

On the other hand, in the area whose local temperature goes down, the difference of the luminance distribution pat- 
tern takes place between that area and the area whose temperature keeps stable. Hence, the similarity of the pattern 
so of the luminance distribution is made lower. 

If the lava dome is fell down, it means that the heat source is dropped. The temperature of the relevant area is made 
abruptly lower. Hence, the area is made to have a lower similarity. On the other hand, in the area such as the clouds 
heated by the pyroclastic flow, if the heat applied by the heat source is reduced, the overall area is substantially uni- 
formly cooled down, that is, lowers its temperature. Hence, the similarity is made higher. 
55 The addition of the step 203 of estimating the similarity, therefore, makes it possible to clearly distinguish the area 
whose temperature is made lower (pyroclastic flow is flown out) from the other area at the step 204 if there exist portions 
such as the clouds whose temperature is made lower. It means that the cooled area can be distinctly sensed. 

In addition, it goes without saying that the present invention is not limited to the above-mentioned application but 
may be applicable to another system such as a system for monitoring an intruder to a prohibitive zone such as plant 
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facilities. 

According to the embodiment as described above, the sign of the difference value is used for overcoming the con- 
ventional shortcoming of the erroneous sensing resulting from the change of the background caused by the variation of 
illuminance. This thus makes it possible to lower the adverse effect caused by the change of the environment such as 

5 change of illuminance of the monitoring field, thereby being able to accurately sense an object. Further, the similarity of 
the pattern of the luminance distribution is used for determining how much of degree the patterns are saved. Hence, if 
a phantom area caused by the change of the illuminance takes place though no actual object exists, such an area is 
allowed to be positively distinguished from an actual object when sensing an object. 

As noted above, the method according to the present invention may be reliably applied to such an area as requiring 

io high reliance like a railroad crossing. It means that this method may make great contribution to widening the applied 
field of the apparatus for monitoring a picture. 

In the embodiment as described above, for generating the reference background picture, the method shown in Fig. 
14 as well as another method may be used. The reference background picture may be produced for calculating a 
median of plural picture frames as well as calculating an average value of plural frames though the latter method needs 

is more frames. Moreover, another statistical method may be used therefor. A method for generating a reference back- 
ground picture by calculating a median will be described below with reference to the drawings. 

The method according to the embodiment shown in Fig. 19 includes the step 301 of receiving a picture, a step 302 
of storing the picture, a step 303 of determining whether or not a predetermined number of frames have been saved, a 
step 304 of calculating a median for each pixel of the picture saved when the storage for the predetermined number of 

20 frames is terminated, and a step 305 of updating the picture calculated at the step 304 to a new reference background 
picture. 

In Fig. 19, at the step 301 , the picture is read from the TV camera at a rate of 30 frames per second or a higher 
sampling rate. Then, the read picture is stored in the memory at the step 302. 

Afterwards, if, at the step 303, the number of the stored frames reaches a predetermined number N (N is a positive 
25 integer), at the step 304, a median value of a luminance for each pixel is calculated on the picture signal for the stored 
N frames. Then, at the step 305, the picture composed to have the median value as the luminance of each pixel is 
updated to a new reference background picture and then saved in the memory. 

As this result, the method of this embodiment is capable of positively securing a quite exact reference background 
picture without having to set a large value as the frame number N (for example. N = 300). The ground will be described 
so below. 

Remarking a pixel (x, y) of the picture whose N frames are stored, the N frames are ranged in numerical order. The 
change of the luminance of the pixel is made to be as shown by 310 in Fig. 20A. Herein, (x, y) represents a pixel location 
(coordinates) within a frame. H means that the picture data composed of 320 x 240 pixels has the values of x = 1 to 320 
and y = 1 to 240. 

3s Next, about the pixel (x, y) at one location, a median value of the luminance is calculated. The sentence "A median 
value of the luminance is calculated" means that pieces of data ranged in an order are rearranged in order of magnitude 
from a smaller to a larger (ascending order) or from a larger to a smaller (descending order), so as to select a central 
value at the middle of the order. 

As a result of calculating a median of the luminance of each pixel as shown in Fig. 20A, the distribution as shown 

40 by a characteristic 320 in Fig. 20B takes place. The median value of the pixel (x, y) is the N/2-th luminance value M, that 
is, a median value M. 

If no change of the picture takes place over N frames, the luminance value of the same pixel of each frame is made 
equal to the median value M. In this case, the characteristic 320 is made to be a horizontal line. 

Then, assume that an object is caught or any noise is mingled on L frames (1 < L < N) of the stored N frames 
45 though the object or noise is not on the other frames rather than the L frames. The pixels composing the object or the 
pixels mingled with the noise is made to have a different luminance value from the pixels of the picture that does not 
suffer from any change, that is, a different median value M therefrom. By rearranging the luminance values of the pixels 
at the same location of the N frames in descending order, if the frame number L is equal to or smaller than N/2, the pixel 
is located at both ends of the characteristic 320 of Fig. 20B spaced from the center location (N/2). 
so When the luminance values of the pixels composing the object or mingled with noise are smaller than those of 
these pixels that do not suffer from any change, the pixels are located in the left hand (toward a value of 1) from the 
center location (N/2). Conversely, when the former is larger than the latter, the pixels are located in the right hand 
(toward a value of N) from the center location (N/2). 

As the number L of the frames where an object or any noise is caught is made greater, the pixels appearing close 
55 to the center location (N/2) is made more numerous. While the frame number L is N/2 or less, no substantial influence 
effect is applied to the median value M. 

That is, the influence applied by the object or any noise takes place in the area around the center location (N/2) 
close to the median value M only when the pixels where the object or any noise is caught stay at the same location over 
at least a half of a number N of stored frames. 
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In principle, however, a moving object or noise is quickly moved or disappears. It means that the number of frames 
where the object or noise is caught is not so great. 

Hence, by calculating a median value, the influence of the moving object or noise may be restricted without having 
to read so many frames N. This calculation of the median value makes it possible to obtain a quite exact reference back- 
5 ground picture. In addition, the calculation of the median value just needs a half or less of the stored frames if an object 
is caught in some of the frames. Hence, by lowering a sampling rate, the frames to be stored may be reduced in number. 

Next, the method according to another embodiment of the invention shown in Fig. 21 is arranged to add an object 
sensing step 402 and a determining step 403 after the step 401 of receiving a picture. After it is determined whether or 
not an object exists at the steps 402 and 403, the same process as described about the method of the embodiment 
w shown in Fig. 1 9 is executed only for the picture that is determined to have no object. In addition, the description about 
the processes at the steps 401 and 404 to 407 is left out, because those processes are the same as those at the steps 
301 to 305. At the step 402, by using a differential calculus, it is determined whether or not an object comes into an 
imaging field. Then, the picture that is determined to have no object at the step 403 is stored in the memory at the step 
404. Next, if the number of stored frames reaches the predetermined number, the processes at the step 406 of calcu- 
15 lating a median value and the step 407 are executed to calculate a median value (step 406) and update a reference 
background picture (step 407). 

According to this embodiment, therefore, it is guaranteed at the step 403 that a new background picture used for 
updating the reference background picture at the step 407 does not have any object coming into the picture. This thus 
makes it possible to greatly reduce the number N of frames required for calculating a median value to a small value such 
20 as N e 6 as compared to the value used in the embodiment shown in Fig. 1 9. 

Next, in the method according to another embodiment shown in Fig. 22, the processes done by the embodiments 
shown in Figs. 1 9 and 21 are allowed to be executed in parallel. At the steps 305 and 407, that is, two-system processes 
of updating a reference background picture, the method of this embodiment is capable of constantly yielding the latest 
reference background picture. 

25 In the embodiment shown in Fig. 19, the number of frames to be stored is about 300, which is far more numerous 
than that of the embodiment shown in Fig. 21. Hence, the interval for updating the reference background picture is 
made considerably wide. It means that the freshness of the reference background picture is not necessarily satisfactory. 

On the other hand, in the embodiment shown in Fig. 21, if yes at the step 403 of determining whether or not an 
object exists, the process at the step 407 of updating a reference background picture is not executed. In this case, it is 
30 possible to make no use of such a special advantage as reducing the necessary number of frames. 

The method according to the embodiment shown in Fig. 22, however, can make use of both advantages of the 
embodiments 6hown in Figs. 19 and 21 and allow the processes for these embodiments to use the corresponding latest 
reference background picture. Hence, the reference background picture can be made more exact. 

Fig. 23 shows a series of processes from a process of creating a reference background picture to a process of 
35 sensing an object, which processes are executed by the CPU 126 in the system shown in Fig. 12. This embodiment is 
based on the method shown in Fig. 19. 

At a step 501 of reading a picture, a video signal is read as picture data consisting of 320 x 240 pixels from a TV 
camera 121. Then, at a step 502 of storing a picture, the picture data is stored in a picture memory 124. 

At a determining step 503, if the number of the frames being stored reaches a predetermined value ^ (for exam- 
40 pie, N t = 300 = N), the operation is branched into a step 504 of calculating a median. If it does not reach the value N1 , 
the operation is branched into a step 506 of sensing an object. 

At the step 504 of calculating a median, the process is executed to rearrange the stored N frames as shown in Fig. 
20 for each pixel and calculate a median value M by the following expression (8). 

45 

r{x,y)=med{f li) (x,y)) ( q\ 

l*i*300 v ' 

where fW(x, y) represents the picture data composed of 300 frames and i takes a value of i = 1 , 2 300. In addition, 

so the expression (8) is the same as the case that the number N of the frames in the expression (1) is 300. 

At the step 505, the median value derived at the step 504 is stored in a storage area for the reference background 
picture allocated to the picture memory 1 24. 

Next, at the step 506, the process is executed to derive a difference between the picture data read at the step 501 
and the reference background picture stored in the storage area of the picture memory 124. If the picture data has a 
55 portion with a larger difference than a predetermined threshold value, the portion is sensed as an object. 

At first, the reference background picture as shown in Fig. 24A is compared with the picture containing an object to 
be sensed as shown in Fig. 24B. At each pixel located at the same coordinates of both of the pictures, the difference of 
the luminance is derived. The picture composed on the difference value is made to be as shown in Fig. 24C. Then, the 
difference value is given a predetermined threshold value and then is made binarized. As a result, the picture shown in 
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Fig. 24D is extracted. 

On the other hand, if no object exists, it does not appear as the extracted picture. Hence, only the object is allowed 
to be sensed. 

At a step 507, it is determined whether or not an object exists based on the result given at the step 506. If any object 
exists, at a step 508, an alarm is issued. If no object exists, the operation is branched into the step 501 of reading a 
picture. 

In turn, Fig. 25 shows an applied one of the method described with reference to Fig. 21 . Each figure in brackets of 
Fig. 25 indicates the step of another Figure at which the same process as the figure-attached step is executed. 

In the embodiment shown in Fig. 25, the processes at the steps 601 to 605 the same as those at the steps 501 to 
505 in Fig. 23. Hence, the description about these steps is left off this specification. 

At the step 606, like the step 601, the video signal is read as the picture data consisting of 320 x 240 pixels from 
the TV camera 121 to the picture memory 124. 

At a step 607 of sensing an object, if a new reference background picture is created at a step 612, the new one is 
used. If not, a reference background picture created at the step 605 is used for sensing an object. 

At a step 608. if it is determined that no object exists at the step 607 of sensing an object, the operation is branched 
to a step 609, while if it is determined that any object exists, the operation is branched to a step 613. 

If it is determined that no object exists, at the step 609, the picture obtained at the step 606 is stored in the memory. 

At a determining step 61 0, if the number of frames being stored reaches a predetermined number N 2 (for example, 
N 2 = 6), the operation is branched to a step 61 1 of calculating a median value. If the number does not reach the prede- 
termined value N 2 , the operation is branched to a step 606 of reading a picture. 

At the step 61 1 of calculating a median value, the operation is executed to rearrange the predetermined number N 2 
of the stored frames as shown in Fig. 20 for each pixel and calculate a median value by the above-indicated expression 
(8). 

The median value derived at the step 61 1 is stored in a storage area for a reference background picture allocated 
to the picture memory 124 at a step 612. 

Fig. 26 shows an applied one of the method described with reference to Fig. 22. 

The processes at the steps 701 to 705 are the same as the steps 501 to 505 of Fig. 23. Hence, the description 
about these processes is left off the specification. 

In succession, at a step 706, the process of reading a picture is executed. This is the same as the process of the 
step 501 . And, at a step 707, the process of sensing an object is executed. This is the same as the process of the step 
506. Then, a first and a second systems of processes are executed in parallel. The first system of process is the same 
as the method shown in Fig. 19. The second system of process is the same as the method shown in Fig. 21. 

The processes of steps 708 to 710 corresponding to the first system of process are the same as the processes of 
the steps 502 to 504 shown in Fig. 23. Next, the processes of steps 712 to 715 and 717 corresponding to the second 
system of process are the same as the processes of the steps 608 to 61 1 shown in Fig. 25. Hence, the description 
about those steps is not left off the specification. In step 71 1, a picture obtained by the first system of the process is 
taken as a candidate A of the reference background picture. In step 716, a picture obtained by the second system of 
the process is taken as a candidate B of the reference background picture. 

At steps 718, 719 and 720, the processes are executed to select an earlier one of a reference background picture 
A obtained at the step 71 1 for the first system of process and a reference background picture B obtained at the step 716 
for the second system of process and replace the previous reference background picture stored in the memory with the 
selected one. A number N 0 of frames read at the step 703, a number of frames read at the step 709, and a number 
N 2 of frames read at the step 714 are set to have the relation of N 0 s N, * N 2 . If the relation of N 0 > Nj > N 2 is set, a 
proper number of frames to the imaging condition are sampled so that an object may be efficiently sensed. For example, 
a recommended value of N 0 is N 0 = 500. 

In turn, the description will be oriented to the sensing results given by those embodiments with reference to Fig. 27. 

In Fig. 27, a picture 801 is an example of picture data that is taken by the TV camera 121 (see Fig. 12) and read at 
the picture reading step 501 . 

For such a picture, according to the embodiment shown in Fig. 23, unless a truck in the picture stays at one site for 
about five or more seconds (N = 300 at a frame frequency of 60 Hz), an exact reference background picture where no 
object (truck) appears can be positively obtained as shown by the picture 802 of Fig. 27. 

In the embodiments shown in Figs. 25 and 26, unless the object is erroneously sensed for at least three frames, as 
shown by the picture 802 of Fig. 27, an exact reference background picture where no object (truck) appears can' be 
obtained. 

According to the above-mentioned embodiments, therefore, if the frames required for creating the reference back- 
ground picture are reduced in number, the exact reference background picture can be positively obtained. Hence, even 
in the conditions like an outdoor place where an environmental change such as variable illuminance, the latest refer- 
ence background picture with little delay may be used for sensing an object. This makes it possible to offer a highly reli- 
able monitoring system. 
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In addition to the above-mentioned applications, the present embodiment may be applicable to a system for moni- 
toring an intruder to plant facilities or prohibitive zones. 

According to the present embodiment, the calculation of a median is used for creating the reference background 
picture. Hence, the method of this embodiment can overcome the drawback the conventional technique of creating the 
reference background picture has involved and is endurable in light of noise. Further, the method of this embodiment 
needs a smaller number of frames for creating the reference background picture as compared with the method 
arranged to take an average of each pixel therefor. Hence, the method of this embodiment offers a highly reliable mon- 
itoring system with the latest reference background picture. 

In addition, an object sensing method according to the present invention may use luminance data as well as color 
data of the video signal. 

Claims 

1 . An apparatus for sensing an object within an imaging field of an imaging device, comprising: 

storage means (124) for storing data of a reference background picture fitted in said imaging field; 
means (123) for reading data of a picture taken by said imaging device; 

means (1 25, 126) for comparing the data of said reference background picture data with said read picture data 
at each pixel and outputting a difference value of each pixel; 

means (126) for updating the data of said reference background picture saved in said storage means; 
means (126) for comparing said difference value with a predetermined threshold value at each pixel and pro- 
ducing binarization data about said object based on the compared result; and 
means (126) for sensing whether or not said object exists based on said binarization data. 

2. An apparatus as claimed in claim 1, wherein said means for outputting said difference value contains means for 
sensing a polarity of said difference value and said means for producing digital data contains first binarization 
means having a threshold value for a positive polarity of said difference value and second binarization means hav- 
ing a threshold value for a negative polarity of said difference value. 

3. An apparatus as claimed in claim 2, further including means for comparing the data of said reference background 
picture with said taken picture data at each block consisting of a predetermined number of pixels and calculating a 
similarity of said data between the blocks of said both of data, and said means for sensing whether or not said 
object exists contains means for sensing intrusion of said object based on said similarity and said binarization data. 

4. An apparatus as claimed in claim 3. wherein the data of said reference background picture and said current taken 
picture data contain data about luminance of plural pixels composing said picture. 

5. An apparatus as claimed in claim 4, wherein said imaging device includes a television camera (121). 

6. An apparatus as claimed in claim 4, wherein said imaging device includes an infrared imaging device. 

7. An apparatus as claimed in claim 1, wherein said means for reading said data operates to read said picture data 
having a predetermined number of frames from said imaging device at a predetermined period, said means for 
updating the data of said reference background picture contains means for calculating a median of said read pic- 
ture data composed of the predetermined number of frames at each pixel and operates to replace the data of said 
reference background picture saved in said storage means with said median value of each pixel as the new data of 
said reference background picture. 

8. An apparatus as claimed in claim 7, wherein said predetermined number of frames read from said imaging device 
by said means for reading the data is smaller than the number of frames output by said imaging device at said pre- 
determined period. 

9. An apparatus as claimed in claim 7, wherein the period at which said data reading means reads frame data from 
said imaging device is longer than the frame period of output of said imaging device. 

10. An apparatus as claimed in claim 7, wherein the data of said reference background picture and the data of said 
taken picture contain data about luminance of plural pixels composing the picture. 

11. An apparatus as claimed in claim 7, wherein said means for sensing whether or not said object exists contains 
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means (130) for issuing an alarm if said object is sensed and said updating means operates to update the data of 
said reference background picture if said sensing means does not sense said object. 

1 2. An apparatus as claimed in claim 1 1 , wherein said means for reading the data contains first data reading means 
for reading picture data composed of N1 frames and second data reading means for reading picture data com- 
posed of less N2 frames than said N1 if said object is not sensed, 

said means for calculating a median contains first median calculating means for calculating a median value 
of said read picture data composed of the N1 frames at each pixel and second median calculating means for cal- 
culating a median value of said read picture data composed of the N2 frames at each pixel, and 

said updating means operates to replace the data of said reference background picture saved in said stor- 
age means with the median value of any one of said first and second median calculating means as the new data of 
said reference background picture. 

1 3. A method for sensing an object within an imaging field of an imaging device, comprising the steps of; 

updating (143) data of a reference background picture within said imaging field, said data stored in storage 
means; 

reading (141, 142) data of a picture taken by said imaging device; 

comparing (12) the data of said reference background picture stored in said storage means with said read pic- 
ture data at each pixel for calculating a difference value (en) of each pixel; 

comparing (15, 16) said difference value with a predetermined threshold value at each pixel and producing 
binarization data about the picture of said object based on the compared result; and 
sensing (17) whether or not said object exists based on said binarization data. 

14. A method as claimed in claim 13, wherein when calculating said difference value, a process is executed to sense 
a polarity of said difference value, and at the step of producing said digital data, a process is executed to use a first 
threshold value (th+) if the polarity is positive (15) or a second threshold value (trv) if the polarity is negative (16). 

1 5. A method as claimed in claim 1 4, further including the step of comparing the data of said reference background pic- 
ture with the data of said taken picture at each block consisting of the predetermined number of pixels and calcu- 
lating a similarity (yn) of the data value between both of said data blocks based on the compared result, and in 
which said object is sensed on said similarity and said digital data. 

16. A method as claimed in claim 15, wherein said step of calculating the similarity is located after said step of creating 
the digital data and the similarity is calculated only for the pixels whose difference values depart from said threshold 
value. 

17. A method as claimed in claim 16, further including a step of comparing said calculated similarity with a predeter- 
mined reference value and at said step of sensing the object, it is determined that said object exists if said similarity 
is higher than said reference value. 

18. A method as claimed in claim 1 7, wherein the data of said reference background picture and the data of said taken 
picture contain data about luminance of plural pixels composing the picture, said object similarity is a value for rep- 
resenting a similarity of distribution pattern of local luminance values of said picture, and at said step of sensing 
said object, the process is executed to determine as existence of no object an area having pixels whose difference 
values have a positive polarity and whose similarities are higher than said reference value (48). 

1 9. A method as claimed in claim 1 7, wherein the data of said reference background picture and the data of said taken 
picture contain data about luminance of plural pixels composing the picture, the similarity of said object is a value 
for representing the similarity of a distribution pattern of local luminance values of said picture, and at said step of 
sensing said object, a process is executed to determine as existence of no object an area having pixels whose dif- 
ference values have a negative polarity and whose similarities are higher than said reference value (58). 

20. A method as claimed in claim 16, further including a step (36) of comparing said calculated similarity with a prede- 
termined reference value and steps (37, 38) of distinguishing an area having pixels whose similarities are higher 
than said reference value from an area having pixels whose similarities are lower than said reference value. 

21. A method as claimed as claim 20, wherein said imaging device is an infrared imaging device, the data of said ref- 
erence background picture and the data of said taken picture contain data about luminance of plural pixels com- 
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posing the picture, the similarity of said object is a value for representing the similarity of a distribution pattern of 
local luminance values of the picture, and at said step of distinguishing said areas from each other, a process is 
executed to determine as an area having a higher temperature than another area an area having pixels whose dif- 
ference values have a positive polarity and whose similarities are smaller than or equal to said reference value (68). 

22. A method as claimed in claim 20, wherein said imaging device is an infrared one, the data of said reference back- 
ground picture and the data of said taken picture contain data about luminance of plural pixels composing the pic- 
ture, the similarity of said object is a value for representing the similarity of a distribution pattern of local pixel values 
of said picture, and at said step for distinguishing said areas from each other, a process is executed to determine 
as an area whose temperature is made lower than the other areas an area having pixels whose difference values 
have a negative polarity and whose similarities are smaller than or equal to said reference value (78). 

23. A method as claimed in claim 13, wherein at said step of reading the data, said picture data composed of the pre- 
determined number of frames is read from said imaging device at a predetermined period, and said step of updat- 
ing the data of said reference background picture contains a step (304) of calculating a median (M) of said read 
picture data composed of the predetermined number of frames at each pixel and a step (305) of replacing the data 
of said reference background picture stored in said storage means with said median value of each pixel. 

24. A method as claimed in claim 23, wherein at said step of reading the data, said predetermined number of frames 
read from said imaging device is smaller than the number of frames output by said imaging device at said prede- 
termined period. 

25. A method as claimed in claim 23, wherein at said step of reading the data, the period at which the frame data is 
read from said imaging device is longer than the period of the frame output by said imaging device. 

26. A method as claimed in claim 23, wherein said step of sensing the object contains a step of issuing an alarm if said 
object is sensed and at said updating step, a process is executed to update the data of said reference picture if said 
object is not sensed. 

27. A method as claimed in claim 23, wherein said step of reading the data contains a first data reading step (603) of 
reading picture data composed of N1 frames and a second data reading step (610) of reading picture data com- 
posed of N2 frames that is less than said N1 if said object is not sensed (N1 and N2 are both a positive integer of 
2 or more), 

said step of calculating the median contains a first median calculating step (604) of calculating a median of 
said read picture data composed of the N1 frames at each pixel and a second median calculating step (61 1 ) of cal- 
culating a median of said read picture data composed of the N2 frames at each pixel, and 

at said step of updating the data, a process is executed to replace the data of said reference background 
picture stored in said storage means with a median value derived by any one of said first and second median cal- 
culating steps as the data of said reference background picture. 
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